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AUTHOR’S RESPONSE
BEN RICHMOND

I

n retrospect, one of the most challenging statements for me, personally, in what I wrote in Signs of Salvation is this, from the conclusion:
In this world, the greatest gift that we can receive is to live in
the context of a community that (like God) knows the truth of
who we are, and that even so (like God) shows us mercy, grace
and forgiveness. The community of genuine love must
acknowledge the reality and the evil of sin in general, and, to
some extent, our sins in particular. Only then can the community combine grace with truth, and reveal itself as the community of God’s chosen. When those who know us in truth still
offer us mercy, we have met God. (230)

I want to thank Jacci and Brian for having carefully read this book.
While they have seen some of its faults, even so, they have shown mercy!
Jacci Welling has, properly, placed the book in the context of two
historical discussions: the debate over a personalist vs. social understanding of salvation, and the debate over various understandings of
the atonement and justification: particularly that aspect of the substitutionary atonement that emphasizes imputed righteousness. While I
elected not to directly engage those debates, they were in the forefront of my thinking.
Quaker Theological Discussion Group was an important part of
my formation during the 1980s. At that time, the focus was on historical theology: getting an adequate handle on the theological DNA
of the early Quaker movement. Since then, the task has shifted to taking the findings of that earlier project to reinterpret and build a
coherent Quaker theology for today.
During the late 1990s, John Punshon and I lived a couple of blocks
from each other on College Avenue in Richmond, Indiana, and unbeknownst to each other, we were busily scribbling (or more precisely,
word processing) our manuscripts a few blocks from one another. I
remember walking down the street a one day to talk with John in his
study about some questions I was wrestling with in preparing my Signs
of Salvation. He welcomed me into his lovely, light-filled study, and in
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the course of engaging my questions, pulled out a three-ring binder with
his manuscript of Reasons for Hope! It is a lovely coincidence that in both
works, a key move is the rejection of the doctrine of imputed righteousness, in favor of a theory of the atonement which centers on the inauguration of Jeremiah’s new covenant.
Unknown to me, at the same time, but over in the western part of
Indiana, Phil Gulley and Jim Mulholland were simultaneously at work
on their radically universalist theology, If Grace Be True. (Parenthetically,
I’d like to thank Brian for lifting into view the footnote on universalism,
which I wrote before Grace was published, but which may be helpful in
the discussion that book has provoked. QTDG’s very helpful conference
on this subject, held in Richmond in the 1990s, helped form my understanding of this doctrine. We loosen continuity with our historical theology of the universal saving Light of Christ to our own peril, and it
would be a shame if we should we fail to offer it to the wider church.)
In Mennonite circles, Denny Weaver and others have been simultaneously hard at work critiquing the substitutionary atonement as inevitably
projecting a violent image of God. In the wider ecumenical world, the
bilateral dialogues on justification are another part of the ferment.
As Jacci suggests, something is in the air. Quakers and the church at
large are reevaluating at least some aspects of the dominant theories of
the atonement and Signs of Salvation is a reflection of this wider discussion. My hope is that it can serve as a reinterpretation of early
Quakerism’s rejection of imputed righteousness in favor of the biblical
understanding of Jesus as the mediator of the New Covenant. This
makes three fundamental contributions: First, it provides a means to
internally integrate ethical content with the doctrine of the atonement.
Second, it reconnects individual obedience and salvation to the life of the
community. Third, it recognizes that evil is not located externally in the
“other” but is found universally within the perverse heart. This anthropological realism is crucial in overcoming the violence inherent in religious fundamentalism.
I appreciate Brian’s double critique concerning the early Quaker
process of evangelism and the implications of the Lamb’s War. In this
book, I was primarily focused on the relationship between soteriology
and ethics rather than on spiritual formation. I like Brian’s summary of
“the cycle of seeking the Light, seeing your condition in the Light, being
freed by dependence on the power of God, accepted in our insufficiency, then waiting to be shown the path forward once the chains are broken, and being given the ability to take that path.” Although I did not
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bring that process out as clearly as he, I’d like to respond by addressing
the structure of the book which also has its strengths.
Anyone familiar with George Fox’s Journal will of course recognize
that my starting place is a riff on Fox’s early prophetic opening from
1648 of coming “through the flaming sword into the paradise of God.”
Fox wrote (Nickalls edition, p. 27):
But I was immediately taken up in spirit, to see into another or
more steadfast state than Adam’s in innocency, even into a state in
Christ Jesus, that should never fall. And the Lord showed me, that
such as were faithful to him in the power and light of Christ,
should come up into that state in which Adam was before he fell
Fox returned to this image again and again. I’m convinced that this
vision is at the spiritual heart of Quakerism. It is, for us, the Good
News, the evangel. Here is a declaration by the mature Fox twentyfive years later in 1673 (Nickalls edition, p. 665):
Now Christ saith, ‘Learn of me, I am the way to God, I am the
Truth, and the Life, and the Light.’ So that man and woman
come up again to God, and are renewed up into his image and
righteousness and holiness by Christ, by which he comes up
into the Paradise of God, as man was before he fell; and into a
higher state than that, to sit down in Christ that never fell. So
the Son of God is to be heard in all things, who is the Saviour
and the Redeemer; and hath laid down his life, and bought his
sheep with his blood.
From this, I learn the importance that God is saving us for a particular vision of goodness, encapsulated, for those who can hear it, in
the image of the Paradise of God. For God, salvation has specific ethical content which, in other places, Fox called, “the wisdom of creation.” From this I also learn that this vision was not thought of in
terms of “discipleship” but rather as the outworking of the atonement: this is that that which Jesus bought with his blood.
The entry point for us is not discipleship because the only way
into the vision is through the denial of self-will—the participation in
Christ’s death in spiritual baptism. So, the vision comes first. It is
pure grace, a revelation of Good News in the face of the contradictory evidence of evil which confronts us.
Second, I offered an excursus on covenant which culminates in
Jesus and as the mediator of the New Covenant. Theologically, this
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is important because it allows us to see that the outward realization
of this vision—which is the goal of salvation—is only possible through
the process of an inward work of God in the individual human heart.
Then it was necessary to discuss how this vision is actualized in the
community of faith. There is overwhelming evidence of the specific
ethical content of language of salvation in the Bible, and my task in
the chapters on the “signs of salvation” in the life of the community
was to find the coherent story that winds its way through the many
strands of Scripture. I was particularly happy to discover a pattern
emerging here: I began with a dialogue between the “mystery” (the
joyful goal of salvation) and its “countersign” (a cautionary corrective, necessary because of sin). This mirrors the dynamic of the tension between grace and truth which I believe is at the heart of the
salvation experience. Each of these chapters concludes with a recapitulation of the mystery in the apocalyptic vision of the Lamb of God.
The apocalyptic language—when applied interiorly seems to me to be
uniquely capable of evoking transformation. I concluded the book
with a chapter on spiritual baptism, re-interpreting baptism as that
continual process of dying to one’s self and being born again.
Brian is correct in suggesting that I leave the reader with the
impression that “the witness of the Lamb is primarily by contrast.”
Indeed it is the contradiction between God’s vision and our lived reality that, I believe, provokes a crisis in the heart of the believer—“the
day of visitation” which starts us in the process of “convincement”—
conversion that is more than a one-time event, and which has the
power to shake society as well as individuals.
I am grateful to Brian for bringing together some Nayler and
Dewsbury quotations that illuminate these points. I agree that their
non-systematic approach to theology is an important contribution. In
fact, the rise of narrative theology in our day (and which my book
may reflect) is probably a contemporary recovery of the approach
characteristic of early Friends.
I can still vividly remember the excitement that stirred my spirit the
first time I read Nayler’s “The Lamb’s War Against the Man of Sin”
sometime in the early 1970s, while Joe Snyder and I were driving from
Portland to Seattle on some long-forgotten Quaker business.
How did the Lamb’s War actually work? There was nothing
abstract about it. The Lamb’s War requires a ministry that “answers
that of God in the other” with the specific ethical content of God’s
vision. Here is where the testimonies of Friends were so crucial. The
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social testimonies of Friends—proclaimed in extraordinarily specific
and therefore risky ways (ways bound in time and place like hat honor
or plain language or refusal to own slaves) are the practical means by
which God confronts individuals and societies with the vision of salvation. The Lamb’s War is obnoxious, confrontational, culturally relevant, and time-bound, and it is constantly in need of change and
discernment.
When thinking about the Lamb’s War, I like to recall Fox’s letter to
Friends in the ministry, of 1656, in which he exhorts his readers to comport themselves so that their “life and conduct may preach among all
sorts of people.” Fox famously continues (Ellwood edition, p. 288):
Then you will come to walk cheerfully over the world, answering
that of God in every one; whereby in them ye may be a blessing,
and make the witness of God in them to bless you: then to the
Lord God you shall be a sweet savour, and a blessing.
It sounds so joyful and gracious. But we miss the dynamic of the
Lamb’s War if we fail to recall that this is immediately followed by the
stern cry (Ellwood edition, p. 289):
Spare no deceit. Lay the sword upon it; go over it…. Now will I
arise, saith the Lord God Almighty, to trample and thunder down
deceit, which hath long reigned and stained the earth.… The call
is to repentance, to amendment of life, whereby righteousness may
be brought forth, which shall go throughout the earth.
So, my primary project was to offer a corrective against a tendency—
whether among liberals or evangelicals to loosen half of this tension—
to fall off on one side of the grace—truth continuum. As evangelicals
we sometimes invite people to “confess Jesus as Lord” or as liberals
to wait in Light—without the necessary confrontation with our personal complicity in the personal and social evils from which God is
trying to save us. And, alternatively, we sometimes seem like functional atheists who try to impose an external goodness through our
own strength of will, when we need to rely on the interior work of
God in our hearts and in the hearts of others, confident in the knowledge that God has and will again save in the real stuff of life.
What we need is God’s grace in dynamic tension with God’s
truth. Then, we will see the Lamb of God at war with sin. And, the
Lamb will have the victory.

